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Holding on to power. Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika meets with French 
President François Hollande, in Algiers, on June 15, 2015.

Algeria’s old new direction under Bouteflika

T
here can be no doubt 
that Algeria is moving 
in a new direction 
these days. While 
opinions may differ as 
to whether this is 

good or bad, it is clear that 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika is 
the main catalyst for this, despite 
his lack of response to traumatic 
events experienced by Algeria in 
the past.

So, we are seeing the return 
of Bouteflika using his constitu-
tional powers. This is something 
that has drawn a sharp response 
from the political opposition and 
media, which are raising questions 
about his presence in govern-
ment at a time when he has health 
problems. Incidentally, these 
are the same health issues that 
Bouteflika suffered from when he 
announced, and secured, another 
term in office as Algeria’s presi-
dent.

Regardless of the winners or los-
ers in his latest spate of decisions, 
which saw a reshuffle of minis-
terial portfolios, governors and 
military commands, Bouteflika 
has reconfirmed himself as the 
main decision-maker in Algeria. 
This new decisiveness appears to 
be in direct response to rumours 
surrounding his health.

Algeria’s officials answer to him 
and he has every right to change 
or fire them, not just due to his 
constitutional powers as president 
but also because many of those 

who support him are motivated 
by self-interest. 

This is something that is 

natural and that we see every-
where in the world.

However, what is not normal 
is for these officials to become 
partners in corruption, something 
that has become a general social 
phenomenon in the Bouteflika era.

Bouteflika used two things to 
ensure his return to power. First, 
the desires and ambitions and 
loyalties of military, security and 
political figures. He managed to 
adapt everything to support his vi-
sion of governance, using his long 
experience in the political game. 
Therefore, there is nothing strange 
in seeing parties from across the 
political spectrum allying with 
him or seeking to do so.

The other issue is the distribu-
tion of oil revenues to the Algerian 
people. It is true that the methods 
of distribution are under discus-
sion and review, as this money 
does not trickle down to the 
majority of the people, but this 
process is also beset by wide-scale 
corruption.

However, the majority of the 
people know that the corruption is 
not due to the president and that 
is why Bouteflika was voted in for 
a fourth term in office and, if he 
lives long enough, will also secure 
a fifth term.

As for the call that Algeria is 
preparing itself for the post-
Bouteflika period, this is nothing 

more than wishful thinking on the 
part of the opposition. There is no 
institutional process to selecting 
a new president in Algeria. Rather 
this is subject to the military and 
strategic considerations of the 
moment. So Bouteflika is not ex-
pected to back anyone close to him 
as his successor, while the view 
that his brother, Said Bouteflika, 
could inherit the presidency is also 
wishful thinking.

Bouteflika’s presidency is found-
ed on three main pillars: First, the 
fact that he was elected as part 
of regionally and internationally 
recognised elections;

Second, the military’s unwaver-
ing support, which itself is based 
on a desire to preserve Algeria’s 
unity and ensure that the country 
avoids the fate of other neighbour-
ing Arab states;

Third, fear of the latest wave of 
chaos and conflict across the Arab 
world after learning from Algeria’s 
bloody tribal past.

Algeria’s political opposition is 
well aware of the source of Boutef-
lika’s strength and is working to 
erode that. 

That is why they are raising 
questions about the president’s 
health and calling for early elec-
tions.

But Bouteflika’s legitimacy to 
make decisions such as this is not 
just based on his constitutional au-
thority as president; the reality is 
that the constitution, government, 
army, security apparatus and all 
state apparatus are at the service 
of his vision. The latter do this not 
to serve Bouteflika but to pursue 
what they perceive as service to 
Algeria.

Khaled Omar Ben Guigua is an 
Algerian writer and journalist. 
This commentary was translated 
and adapted from the Arabic. It 
was originally published by the 
London-based Al Arab newspaper.
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Tripoli’s GNC shifts position, attends Geneva dialogue
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n an unexpected turn of 
events, the Tripoli-based Gen-
eral National Congress (GNC) 
decided at the last minute to 
attend the reconvened UN-

organised Libya Political Dialogue, 
having boycotted it for more than a 
month because of objections to the 
draft agreement on the country’s 
future drawn up by UN Special En-
voy Bernardino Leon.

Due to start August 10th, dia-
logue sessions were delayed one 
day to allow the GNC team time to 
get to Geneva.

The GNC decision came as a sur-
prise because it had been adamant 
that it would not return unless 
Leon agreed to changes in the draft. 
During an August 9th debate on 
the issue, GNC President Nuri Abu 
Sahmain and hardliners were reso-
lutely opposed to any such move. It 
was a stormy session with Abu Sah-
main reportedly almost coming to 
blows with one of the leaders of the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s Justice and 
Construction Party.

In the end, however, common 
sense — or rather self-preservation 
— appears to have prevailed.

Technically, the GNC said that its 
return to the dialogue is dependent 
on amendments to the draft being 
agreed but its demands appear to 
be shifting.

Initially, they were over the role 
of the State Council, the planned 
body that will act as an upper 
chamber in the interim, with 90 of 
the chamber’s 120 members drawn 
from the GNC. In the latest version 
of the draft, the council is largely 
powerless. The GNC wanted a re-
turn to a previous version in which 
the body had significant powers. 
GNC members suggested that Con-
gress, not the House of Representa-
tives, be accepted in the draft as the 
country’s parliament.

Faced with the fact that neither 
Leon nor the rest of the dialogue 
team would accept such changes, 
the GNC quietly shifted positions. 
Its current main demand is that 
decisions taken by the House from 
the beginning of August 2014, 
when it first met, until the point 
the draft agreement comes into ef-
fect be set aside, in particular the 
appointment of Khalifa Haftar as 
commander general of the Libyan 
armed forces.

Yet, this is not a particularly prob-
lematical issue. In the draft there is 
already provision for this. Article 
64 says a committee will look into 
laws and decisions issued by rel-
evant entities from August 2014 
“which resulted in legal, financial 
and administrative commitments 
to the Libyan state with the aim of 
finding suitable solutions”.  That 
covers almost all House legislation.

Even if it did not, the addition of 
60 or so members who have been 
boycotting the House proceedings 
will significantly shift power within 
it. It is likely that there will be a ma-
jority in favour of removing Haftar.

In effect, in changing its position, 
the GNC is knocking at a door that it 
knows is already open.

That suggests one of two things, 
or possibly both.

The first is that it has seen that 
the GNC cannot block the dia-
logue. Leon and the other delegates 
agreed to the draft without the GNC 
and were ready to decide on a new 
government and other important 
annexes to the agreement. The GNC 
risked being left out in the cold — 
and possibly being sanctioned by 
the United Nations. It has had to 
find a way of getting back on board 
the process without losing face. 
Thus the demands about House 
legislation.

The second suggestion is that the 
GNC believes that the new govern-
ment will include a number of fel-
low ideologues, notably members 
of the Muslim Brotherhood, but 
still had to find a way back on board 
without losing face. 

According to Sharif al-Wafi, one 
of the independent dialogue dele-
gates who decided not to attend the 
Geneva meeting, Leon had already 
decided that it should include Is-
lamists.

Whatever the reasoning, the 

GNC’s return provides reason to 
hope that the dialogue may be able 
to achieve the Government of Na-
tional Accord it has pursued the 
past nine months.

But whether that government 
will set foot in Tripoli is another 
matter. That depends on the mili-
tias. Not only have they not been 
brought into the dialogue, they re-
ject it.

Michel Cousins is editor-in-chief of 
the Libya Herald.

Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Libya and head of United Nations Support 
Mission in Libya Bernardino Leon speaks to journalists in Geneva, August 11, 2015.
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